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Abstract 
Little research has been done examining the impact on police drinking patterns of 
routinely dealing with alcohol related incidents. The current study examined the drinking of a 
sample of employees of an Australian state police service (N = 4193) through the use of a 
survey including the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT [1]). The survey also 
requested officers to estimate the proportion and types of incidents to which they were called 
that involved alcohol. Analysis revealed that the median estimate, for all officers, of the 
proportion of incidents involving alcohol in their division was 50% to 74%. The median for 
operational officers was higher than that of non-operational officers. Operational officers 
estimated that 70% of public disturbances, 80% of domestic violence incidents, 70% of noise 
complaints, and 70% of assaults involved alcohol. From a possible range of 0 to 40, 
operational officers’ (n = 2941) mean AUDIT score was 7.07, while non-operational officers’ 
(n = 1014) mean AUDIT score was significantly lower at 5.48. Analysis revealed a 
significant relationship between dealing with alcohol related incidents and officers’ drinking 
patterns as measured by the AUDIT. Assault was the only type of incident to independently 
predict drinking behaviour. A positive correlation was seen between the proportion of 
assaults involving alcohol and AUDIT scores.  
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The Impact of Attending Alcohol Related Incidents on Police Drinking Patterns 
A very real and commonly occurring problem that all police officers have to deal with 
at some time in their career is the harm caused by the consumption of alcohol. Australians are 
among the highest consumers of alcohol per capita in the western world [2]. Unfortunately, 
associated with high levels of drinking are the harmful consequences derived from excess 
alcohol intake. These consequences only come to the attention of the police when a law is 
broken or the peace disturbed in some way.  
It is not a startling fact that many are killed on the roads each year as a result of drink 
driving. In Australia 33% of fatally injured vehicle drivers have a blood alcohol content over 
0.05 [3]. Murders, domestic violence, assaults and property offences are also often committed 
under the influence of alcohol.  
Research has shown that a high percentage of incidents to which police are called 
involve alcohol. Within Australia, a study of metropolitan Sydney police patrols found that 
62% of incidents to which police were called during the study period were judged by officers 
to be alcohol related. Specifically, 73% of assaults, 84% of offensive behaviour incidents, 
58% of malicious damages incidents, 40% of domestic violence incidents, and 59% of noise 
complaints were seen as alcohol related [4;5]. A later study conducted in Queensland, the 
Alcohol Incidents Management Study (AIMS), revealed that 27% of all recorded incidents 
over a two week period involved alcohol [6]. Types of offences that had a greater likelihood 
of being alcohol related were disturbances, particularly street disturbances, domestic 
disturbances, noise complaints, and offences against persons, particularly assaults. Consistent 
with the Sydney study, 82% of assaults, 53% of domestic violence incidents, and 46% of 
noise complaints were alcohol related. 
As the two studies suggest, many incidents involving alcohol are violent. While not 
all intoxicated persons are violent, many are. Dealing with intoxicated persons can be 
dangerous and is often associated with assaults against police officers called in to deal with 
an incident [7]. Not surprisingly, anecdotal evidence indicates that officers fear for their 
safety when dealing with alcohol related incidents. Even if intoxicated offenders are not 
overtly violent, the involvement of alcohol increases the difficulty of officers’ work and can 
occupy a large proportion of the officers’ workload [8]. Such incidents require officers to 
assess the physical or mental requirements of a person affected by alcohol, to predict the 
sometimes illogical behaviour of such a person, and to determine whether the person is going 
to become violent.  
Dealing with alcohol-affected people on such a regular basis, and in particular the 
threat of violence associated with such incidents, may affect the drinking habits of police 
officers themselves. Encountering such salient examples of alcohol-related harm may deter 
some officers from drinking, or encourage them to drink responsibly. However, the stress 
associated with dealing with such situations may contribute to increased consumption by 
other officers, as prior research [9;10;11] has shown that dealing with stress and 
unpredictability is associated with harmful drinking in police officers. 
The current study aims to assess the relationship between being called out to alcohol 
related incidents and police drinking behaviour as measured on the Alcohol Use Disorders 
Identification Test (AUDIT) [1]. Furthermore, as different kinds of incidents involve 
differing levels of threat to officers’ safety this study also attempts to determine whether 
particular types of alcohol-related incidents are more strongly related to greater alcohol 
consumption than others. The types of incidents used in this study are based on those found 
in the AIMS study [6] to have the greatest likelihood of being alcohol related; specifically 
street disturbances, domestic violence, noise complaints, and assaults.  
 




Participants were 4193 police personnel recruited from across an Australian state 
police service consisting of 6298 personnel. Males constituted 87.9% (n = 3682) of the 
sample, with females 12.1% of the sample (n = 515). The gender ratio within the police force 
at the time of sampling was 87.4% male and 12.6% female, suggesting that the sample was 
representative of the organisation as a whole in terms of gender. 
Instrument 
Section 1 of the questionnaire focussed on demographic details. This section asked 
for respondents’ sex, age, and whether the respondent held operational or non operational 
positions within the force (operational positions are those in which the officer is required to 
work on the streets in an active policing role).   
Section 2 contained five items focussing on law enforcement and alcohol. To 
ascertain the impact of alcohol on daily police work respondents were asked “What 
percentage of incidents in your division involve alcohol?” (none = 1 to 100% = 6). To 
investigate officers’ personal experience with alcohol related incidents, operational officers 
were then asked to respond on an anchored scale (none = 1 to 100% = 10) to four further 
items: “In your work during the last two weeks how many of the following types of incidents 
involved alcohol: public disturbances; domestic incidents; noise complaints; and assaults?” 
Section 3 contained questions about officers’ drinking behaviour. Personal drinking 
behaviour was measured by the AUDIT [1]. Each of the 10 items in the AUDIT is scored 
from 0 to 4, with a cumulative range of 0 to 40. Saunders et al. [1] demonstrated that a total 




The questionnaire was sent to all officers (N = 6298) through the police internal mail 
system. A reminder message was printed on each officer’s payslip, and was also sent to all 
police computer terminals. A follow up questionnaire was sent to all officers three weeks 
after the first mailout, to ensure a maximum response rate. Of the 6298 questionnaires sent 
out, 4193 were returned. This constitutes an overall response rate of 67%.  
Results 
Of a possible maximum total score of 40, the mean total AUDIT score for the sample 
was 6.66 (SD = 5.33). Scores ranged from 0 to 40, with a median score of 6.00. For 
operational officers (n = 2941), the mean score was 7.07 (SD = 5.54). Scores ranged from 0 
to 40, with a median score of 6.00. For non operational officers (n = 1014), the mean score 
was 5.48 (SD = 4.52). Scores ranged from 0 to 35, with a median score of 4.00. The 
difference between the two group means was significant (t (3953) = 8.25, p < .001). Of 
operational officers, 35% scored in the at risk of dependency category on the AUDIT, while a 
further 3.5% scored in the dependent category. In comparison, 24% of non operational 
officers scored in the at risk category, and 1.2% in the dependent category. Non operational 
officers were not included in further analysis as they were not required to attend incidents as 
a routine part of their job.  
For operational officers, the median estimated proportion of divisional incidents 
involving alcohol was the "50% to 74%" category, as can be seen in Table 1. Operational 
officers’ median estimate of the types of alcohol-related incidents that they had attended in 
the previous two weeks can be seen in Table 2. 
Insert Table 1 and 2 
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To investigate the relationship between the number and nature of incidents attended 
by officers involving alcohol, and officers’ drinking as indicated by AUDIT scores, a 
standard multiple regression analysis was run. As previous research has attested to the impact 
of age and gender in predicting police officers’ AUDIT scores (e.g., Davey, Obst & Sheehan, 
1998) these variables were entered into the equation along with operational officers’ 
estimated proportions of each type of incident that involved alcohol, with total AUDIT score 
entered as the dependent variable.  
Insert Table 3 
Overall, gender, age and the proportion of alcohol-related incidents to which officers 
were called in the four categories accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in 
total AUDIT scores (R2 = .05, F (6, 1839) = 12.69, p < .001). Examination of the type of 
incident involving alcohol reveals that assault was the only type of incident to independently 
contribute significantly to variance in the data, as Table 3 shows. The correlation of .14 
between assault proportion and AUDIT score reveals that the greater the number of alcohol 
related assaults to which officers were called, the higher their scores on the AUDIT, and 
therefore the more risky was their level of drinking.  
Discussion 
Results show that operational police officers scored significantly higher on the 
AUDIT than did their non operational colleagues. In addition, 35% of operational officers 
had scores on the AUDIT indicating risk of problem drinking, and a further 3.5% scored in 
the alcohol dependent category. In this light, even the relatively small correlations that 
emerged in the present study may be of use as a predictor of police officers who are at risk of 
harmful drinking.  
Results indicate that dealing with alcohol related incidents as part of the job may be 
associated with levels of police drinking. For operational officers it would appear that the 
greater the proportion of incidents dealt with involving alcohol, the higher risk of harmful 
drinking. In particular, incidents of assault involving alcohol appear to be associated with 
drinking. These associations are of course only statistical associations and do not necessarily 
imply that attendance at alcohol related incidents causes increased alcohol consumption by 
the attending officer. 
However there are several possible explanations for these statistical associations. The 
relationship between attending assaults and drinking may be due to the threat to one’s own 
safety inherent in dealing with assault cases. Furthermore, the uncertainty of the reaction 
when the assailant is also heavily influenced by alcohol may increase the stress upon the 
officer dealing with incident. The threat to others’ safety, or seeing others hurt, may also be 
stressful [12]. However, if threat to others’ safety was the main factor influencing officer 
drinking, it would be expected that domestic violence would also be significant independent 
predictor of total AUDIT score.  
It appears, therefore, that alcohol-related assaults, rather then deterring police from 
drinking, may increase the stress felt by the investigating officer, who then may use alcohol 
as a mechanism for coping with the stress. This would be consistent with previous studies 
showing stress as a factor contributing to police drinking [9;10;11]. This finding suggests that 
police officers may benefit from the introduction of critical incident debriefing or another 
sort of post-stress counselling when returning from incidents in which their own or others’ 
personal safety has been threatened. This may help to counteract the debriefing police do 
amongst themselves, such as post-shift socialising, which tends to involve alcohol [10;13]. 
However, many officers may be hesitant to take up such counselling, fearing being 
pathologised, or seeing it as an admission of weakness. To overcome such fears police 
services could promote non drinking ways to relieve stress and socialise with fellow officers, 
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such as gyms or other sporting clubs. There has been some shift towards this with younger 
officers, but there still remains a strong tradition of drinking within the police as a stress 
reduction mechanism [10;13] 
Such strategies may help officers to deal with the stress of the job. Other options may 
instead involve preventing stress, by addressing the fear and anxiety that provokes such 
stress. Training in conflict reduction, negotiation, and reducing aggression may help officers 
when dealing with threatening situations such as alcohol related assaults, by increasing their 
confidence in dealing with such situations. However in response to threat police often tend to 
promote greater access to weapons, such as guns and capsicum sprays. Such techniques, 
rather than increase an officers’ confidence in dealing with an incident, are more likely to 
increase uncertainty and stress, due to the responsibility associated with having the capacity 
to injure an assailant.  
The impact of alcohol related violence is unlikely to be the major source of stress in 
officers’ lives, as past research has shown [14] that organisational stressors are often rated as 
more stressful than job content stressors. There are also other possible explanations for the 
results found in this study. Police who prefer or are assigned to operational duties may, pre-
assignment, consume more alcohol than do other police officers. Another possibility is that 
police involved in operational activities are more honest about their alcohol consumption 
than police in more office based areas, as alcohol may be a more accepted part of operational 
police culture. However, the results of the present study do suggest that attending alcohol 
related incidents, and in particular assaults, can impact on officers’ drinking, so must be 
taken into consideration in any program aimed at reducing levels of harmful alcohol 
consumption within the police workplace.  
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Table 1 
Distribution of Operational Officers' Responses Across the Proportion of Divisional Incidents 
That Involve Alcohol 
 % of Divisional Incidents Involving Alcohol 
 None 1-24 25-49 50-74 75-99 100 
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Table 2 
Distribution of Operational Officers’ Responses Across the Proportion of  Attended Incidents 
That Involved Alcohol  for Each Incident Type 
% of  Attended Incidents Type of Incident 
That Involved Alcohol Disturbances Domestic Violence Noise Assault 
None 8 11 11 11 
10-19 4 5 4 4 
20-29 5 4 5 4 
30-39 5 4 6 5 
40-49 11 7 10 10 
50-59 8 7 9 8 
60-69 13 11 12 12 
70-79 19 20 17 17 
80-89 14 16 12 13 
90-100 13 16 15 14 
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Table 3 
Variables Entered into Regression Predicting AUDIT Total Score 
Variables Entered Beta Std Error 
Gender .09*** .42 
Age .21*** .12 
Disturbances .02 .09 
Domestic Violence .03 .08 
Noise .04 .07 
Assault  .12** .08 
Note. ** p < .01, *** p < .001   
 
